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Honduran demonstrators took to the streets of La Ceiba, San Pedro Sula, and Tegucigalpa on
Feb. 12 to protest the economic policies of President Carlos Roberto Reina's administration. The
demonstrations accompanied the start of daily eight-hour strikes against state hospitals and clinics
by the 14,000-member health-workers union (Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Medicina Hospitales
y Similares, SITRAMEDHYS) in pursuit of higher pay and improved benefits. In Tegucigalpa some
5,000 workers, organized by labor unions representing 600,000 members, marched to the National
Assembly, some of them carrying placards suggesting that Reina might be ousted through strikes
and demonstrations as was former Ecuadoran president Abdala Bucaram on Feb. 6 (see NotiSur,
02/07/97 and 02/14/97).
The protestors' grievances amount to a catalog of familiar complaints against neoliberal economic
policies, focusing on inflation, unemployment, and currency devaluation. Their demands include a
general increase in wages, an end to the constant rate increases for utilities and other basic services,
price controls, job creation, and government action to guarantee an adequate supply of staple foods
at affordable prices to the consumer.
The government has been bombarded by demands for wage hikes to compensate for increases in
the consumer price index, which have averaged more than 26% per year for the past three years.
Workers in the private sector won a 25% average increase in the minimum wage in January, but
that will not cover the hikes in bus fares, electricity rates, and basic- grain prices expected this year.
Health workers want a 54% increase Public-employee unions representing teachers, health workers,
and government office personnel are all demanding wage increases much larger than those granted
to private- sector workers.
For their part, health workers are striking for a 54% increase, which would cost the government US
$14.5 million. They say the large increase is necessary to recover wages lost through past inflation.
Reina said his administration was open to talks with the strikers, but the government could not
afford to offer more than a US$2.4 million wage-increase package to the health sector. In addition,
the strikers are asking for improvements in various social programs, including free medical services
for children, women, and the elderly. After a week on strike, SITRAMEDHYS leaders warned
that the union would join with other unions in a general strike if the administration did not come
forward with a more acceptable offer.
On Feb. 17, strikers in Tegucigalpa increased pressure for a settlement by blocking a street in front
of the Hospital Escuela with burning tires. After two days of these tactics, the Ministry of Health
ordered employers to fire all striking health workers. The union immediately registered a complaint
with the government's human rights ombud, Leo Valladares. Valladares then offered to act as
mediator in the ongoing labor dispute. Emergency medical services were not affected by the strike,
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but most routine services were shut down or seriously cut back. In addition to the 14,000 health
workers, nearly 70,000 civil-service employees are threatening to strike if they do not get more
than the 11% increase now on the table. That offer, totalling US$21 million, is all the government
can afford without increasing the fiscal deficit beyond the figure projected for 1997, said Treasury
officials.

Wage increases limited by foreign debt and IMF targets
The government's wage policy is explicitly linked to its foreign debt obligations and future
international credits. Reina has promised to raise wages for state employees only as funds become
available through negotiations with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for debt reduction
and new loans. This year, the Reina administration hopes to curtail government spending to meet
various macroeconomic goals recently set by the IMF (see NotiCen, 12/19/97). Some strike leaders
are talking of going beyond wage demands to confront these larger macroeconomic issues.
Felicito Avila, secretary general of the Central General de Trabajadores (CGT), called for a national
discussion to redefine economic development policies. At the regional level, he wants Honduras to
work with other Central American countries to reduce all their foreign debts and free up funds for
social programs. "Honduras cannot resolve its foreign debt problem by itself," he said. [Sources:
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 01/23/97; Spanish news service EFE, 02/11/97, 02/12/97;
Notimex, 02/17/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 02/11/97, 02/12/97, 02/13/97, 02/18/97, 02/19/97; La Prensa
(Honduras), 02/19/97]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

